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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to examine the current practices of moral inquiry in high school 
literature classrooms. While we have measured moral judgement (Kohlberg, 1984), moral 
behavior (CEP, 2009) and moral imagination (Yurtsever, 2006), we have not targeted these or 
developed practical ways for educators to measure development of the moral imagination in high 
school students. “One measure of the impoverishment of the moral imagination in the rising 
generation” according to Vigen Guroian (1996) at the University of Virginia “is their inability to 
recognize, make, or to use metaphors.” However, because the public school system has been 
defined by assessments and data-driven instruction, the value of the moral narrative remained 
under-developed. Even though it has been accepted that literature effects character development 
(Cain, 2005), the informed use of literature in developing moral judgment was problematic 
(Edgington, 2002; Narvaez, 2002; Glanzer, 2008) because there have been “no ‘Moral Aptitude 
Tests’” (Ryan, 1986). This study examined the practical methods and assessments that educators 
used overtly or covertly to strengthen the moral imagination in their students. Results indicated a 
lack of preparation in the educational programs for educators, resulting in a systematic lack of 
trust in our educators and revealing similarities in underdeveloped methods and assessments. A 
high value was found to be placed on the teaching of the moral imagination, while little or no 
effort could be dedicated to it.
Keywords: moral imagination, character education, moral judgment, moral inquiry, pedagogy, 
teacher preparation.
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction
“But the greatest thing by far is to be a master of metaphor. It is the one thing that cannot 
be learnt from others; and it is also a sign of genius, since a good metaphor implies an 
intuitive perception of the similarity in dissimilars.” (p. 61) - Aristotle, Poetics, 322 B.C.
 One at a time the boys throw off the rules of conduct impressed upon them and stand on 
their desks. They face the door where their literature teacher who has been dismissed exits their 
lives. They say with a conviction that mirrors their action, “O Captain! my Captain!” as they 
watch John Keating leave. He is an educator who represents so much to each of them: their guide 
into stories and their mentor toward understanding themselves. In its final scene, The Dead Poets 
Society dramatizes how these students have become the Greek chorus to their own lives, 
narrating the action of the poems into which they have been immersed under his encouragement. 
They are mourning for the loss of their friend and their instructor just as Brutus regrets the 
betrayal of Caesar. 
Finally, they become Whitman grieving for the death of his leader, President Lincoln. It is 
their poem now. Eucatastrophe descends. His moment of loss is fresh and vivid and their own 
melancholy cries out with his voice. They have become the speaker in the eulogy, “O Captain! 
my Captain!”
The Problem with Teaching the Moral Imagination and Literature
 Stories have developed the imagination whenever readers placed themselves within the 
narrative, the metaphor. (Guroian, 1996; Kuiken, Miall, & Weber, 2004) We have read stories 
because they expressed the curiosity and complications of the human experience. We read to 
STIMULATING MORAL IMAGINATION THROUGH LITERATURE 1
navigate the lives of others. We experienced the conflict of their lives. We learned and grew 
personally. Parents have taught their children through conversation and life experienced together 
— a living narrative, a human story. Parents who have spent time reading with their children 
placed themselves and their children within narratives to stimulate mature thinking, enjoyment, 
and decision making. However, research has shown educators how complex this action is 
because readers project their own schema onto the text.
Literary Connections to Life Experience
"What I am pointing out is that unless you are at home in the metaphor, unless you have 
had your proper poetical education in the metaphor, you are not safe anywhere." - Robert 
Frost
 The child who last night stepped between his abusive father and his mother to receive the 
drunken beating went to school the next day with bruises. The librarian read to the class the fable 
of a boy who lies about a wolf preying on the village flock. His objective was overt: to teach the 
class the evils of lying, but he experienced a much different story. The boy must lie more 
carefully: the principal asked what happened to his arm so he told her that he hurt his wrist while 
wrestling. He loved his mom and would do anything to protect her. If he told the truth, he would 
be taken out of the home and she would be alone. He lied because of his moral character and 
courage. 
Even the most simple story changed when different schemas were impressed upon it. The 
question was not a dilemma of whether one would lie or not. That may not have been a question 
for the moral imagination when springing from the individual schema. The question is in the 
power of the individual, not the teacher. When considering the effects of moral narratives on 
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students, one must consider other factors, as Amanda Cain (2005) summarizing Aristotle wrote, 
the “natural desiderative capacities, a good familial upbringing, good education and good laws 
[ -- these are] necessities for moral education.” A catalogue of the challenges in teaching moral 
texts (including age, gender, culture, education, parents, and school practices) leads to a 
conclusion that more pragmatic, quantitative measurements must still be developed (Narvaez, 
2002). The metaphorical reader was in the situation and had to decide what to do; the veil 
between the reader and the characters separated because a reader suspended his or her disbelief. 
The boundaries broke when the reader stepped into the story and understood it metaphorically. 
With empathy engaged and problems internalized, it became critical that the reader think 
divergently to satisfy their experience. Research has shown that readers do not approach a text 
devoid of their own experiences; they read actively.
 Character education purported to be accomplished without an accepted formal 
measurement of the moral imagination. With no clear standard of measurement for moral 
judgment, what has been left is behavior. The professionals to whom we entrust our children for 
eight to ten hours each day were trained in their art, research-driven in their methods, and 
accountable to academic, not moral, standards. However, although educators have been 
prescriptively remiss in addressing this, there are collateral, moral effects from literature. While 
“much of what we consider in language and literature and writing also touches on issues of 
morality and ethics” (Christenbury, 2008), one must understand the current divide between 
research in moral text comprehension and the apparent philosophies driving English teachers. 
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Contrasting the Value of Moral Inquiry and Judgment with Preparation
“How do we teach a child, our own or those in a classroom—to have compassion: to 
allow people to be different; to understand that like is not equal; to experiment; to laugh; 
to love; to accept the fact that the most important questions a human being can ask do not 
have—or need—answers.” (p. 44) - Madeleine L’Engle A Circle of Quiet, 1972
 With four years of required instruction in literature and composition, any high school 
deserving of this responsibility must examine what their methods actually produce. As this study 
suggested, schools may engage in unintended, literary, character education. As they guide our 
children through the nuances of the human experience, it has been left unmeasured. While we 
have concentrated on easily measured, behavior interventions, there is more to character 
education than action. There is thought. 
 A covert portion of the English educator's task has been to expose and draw out students' 
understanding of the ethical questions of life in all its shades of thought, experience, culture, 
expression, and morality. English teachers have become guides for the modern, moral mythos. 
The best practices for this exercise in education have been explored every time a narrative opens 
to the minds of students. The question remained unanswered, however, for the professional 
educator: How effectively do we stimulate the moral imagination? And in the case of this study, 
how prepared and effective have we been in our use of literature?
 In A Circle of Quiet when Madeleine L’Engle (1972) contrasted “educationists” who 
“admit that talent, genius, the creative impulse...can neither be taught nor defined” with those 
who “think that creativity can be taught” she purposefully explored the same question that this 
researcher found still relevant in the classroom. While L’Engle concluded that their “treatises on 
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methods...[are] rather as though they were trying to eat air, with the usual result” there have been 
advances in research. She may still be correct. However, while “the creative impulse, like love, 
can be killed, but it cannot be taught,” current research can lead educators toward best practices 
that will “give the flame enough oxygen so that it can burn.” (p. 45-46) Some of those best 
practices may already be practiced but covertly or undefined.
Purpose
 The purpose of this study was to examine the current practices of moral inquiry in high 
school literature classrooms. It looked at the pedagogy and preparation of teachers for using 
literature as an impetus for educating students in metaphoric identification, empathy, creativity, 
divergent thinking and problem solving. We have measured moral judgement through Kohlberg’s 
Moral Judgment Inventory or the Defining Issues Test. We have measured moral behavior 
through observation and conformity to institutional rules (CEP, 2009). However, we have not 
developed a practical way for educators to measure progress in the step preceding moral 
judgment and moral behavior. We have not measured the education of the moral imagination.  
While a scale has been developed for measuring moral imagination (Yurtsever, 2006), involving 
reproductive imagination (awareness of schema) productive imagination (reframing of problem 
from different perspectives) and creative imagination (unique, divergent solutions to problems), 
we do not target these. Have teachers efficiently gathered qualitative or quantitative 
measurements of character education (specifically of the moral imagination) in a classroom of 
25-35 students with varied ages, skill levels, genders, cultures, education, parents, and school 
practices? (Cain, 2005; Narvaez, 2002) This study examined by interviewing practicing 
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educators the pragmatic methods they currently use to encourage student moral imagination 
using narratives.   
Research Question
 According Vigen Guroian (1996) at the University of Virginia “one measure of the 
impoverishment of the moral imagination in the rising generation is their inability to recognize, 
make, or to use metaphors.” This study attempted to discover if and how instructors target the 
development of the structures that support the development of his or her student's moral 
imagination.  Professional educators may have developed informal or formal methods to assess 
his or her students’ symbolic identification and understanding after reading literature. This study 
used a combination of Yurserver’s and Guroian’s research as a basis for an objective standard 
against which to compare educator practices. The research question for this study was as follows: 
are there consistent practices and assessments currently used by practicing educators to measure 
student growth in the moral imagination when engaging students in the narrative?
Definitions
 Certain terms became key throughout the course of this study:
Empathy. This was the act of placing one’s self into another’s situation. In the case of the 
interviews in this study this had to do with characters in the story and with others involved in the 
conversation about the literature. 
Divergent thinking. This was the finding of solutions to problems that go beyond what was 
obvious, expected, efficient, common, or logical. This was referred to colloquially as “thinking 
outside the box.” 
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Creativity. This was the response of the reader to build something new or respond artistically to 
the stimulation of the narrative. 
 The specialized terms upon which this study hinged (moral imagination and metaphoric 
understanding) were defined as follows: 
Moral imagination. According to Johnson (1993) moral imagination is when one can "discern 
various possibilities for acting in a given situation and to envision the potential help and harm 
that are likely to result from a given action." Guroian (1996) defined moral imagination as “the 
very process by which the self makes metaphors out of images given by experience and then 
employs these metaphors to find and suppose moral correspondences in experience.” In Moral 
Education in Theory and Practice, Samuelson (2007) provided an extensive synthesis of the 
defining of moral imagination and his concluding definition is that “we take our previous 
experience and understanding of the way things ought to go together with our understanding of 
the characters involved, their circumstances and setting, and play out various courses of action 
and their consequences in order to prove the best choice for moral action....schemas, metaphors, 
empathy, and framing.” Readers are evaluated according to how they have projected themselves 
into the text. 
Metaphor. The word metaphor derives from the the Greek metaphorá meaning “to transfer” or 
“metaphérein” meaning “a transfer,” “to carry over,” or “to bear across.” In this study, it was the 
ability of reader to transfer themselves over into the story or to symbolically bear the moral 
burden carried by a character. It was the student’s sympathetic understanding of a character, 
setting, object or event. (“Online etymology dictionary”) When a reader set aside their disbelief 
and entered into the text with little or no reservation, they experienced the story metaphorically. 
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They then practiced “metaphoric understanding.” They essentially became the character fully 
and took on their experiences as their own.
School Culture and Context
The Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment II tests have not gone beyond the 
measurement of simple comprehension. They have not measured the Moral Imagination and the 
skills that research shows develop it. So much time as educators has been spent developing 
lessons to teach comprehension and ensure that schools meet Adequate Yearly Progress 
standards. However, these standards have not completely met the needs of education. Reading, 
with its indeterminate outcomes and differentiated effects, has untapped potential in character 
development. This study concentrated on training teachers and developing a portion of the 
potential for holistic education. In this study, educators were asked to create a lesson that 
specifically targeted areas of the moral imagination. 
The closest the Minnesota Standards came to these goals was to ask our students to “write 
narratives and other creative texts to develop real or imagined experiences” or “analyze how and 
why individuals, events, or ideas develop and interact over the course of a text” or 
“determine...connotative, and figurative meanings.” (Minnesota Department of Education, 2010) 
Reading does so much more than this. Educators, perhaps covertly, teach so much more than 
this. This study considered whether or not educators have been sufficiently prepared to stimulate 
the moral imagination in our teaching of literature.
The disparity between research and the duties and training of educators, the tests we have 
developed to assess the gains, and the current best practice was clarified by the literature 
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produced on these topics. A review of the literature showed the keenness of the separation 
between educational practices in character development and the research on moral judgement.
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CHAPTER TWO
Literature Review
 In the American public school system, driven by assessments and data-driven instruction, 
much of the task of judging the value of the moral narrative has remained under-developed. The 
social aspects of a moral education have been relegated to a minor role while the need for this 
character education has grown more apparent. (Edgington, 2002) Educational culture has 
developed as a result of the “theoretical revolution of the 1970s and 1980s.” (Pooley, 2009) The 
goals for education (and our language for discussing it) have targeted skills, aims, and objectives 
while excluding “socialization.” However, character education has risen as a priority (Edgington, 
2002).  While literature is a major part of school curriculum, the teaching of values through 
literary, ethical discourse has grown in its need to be enhanced in this age of measurement and 
assessment. As we have worked to raise academic standards, the need has remained to move 
toward raising ethical standards. Christenbury (2008) noted that while most see that “schools are 
secular and public in nature,” on a practical standpoint she quoted Gary D. Fenstermacher (1990) 
that “teaching is a profoundly moral activity.” One key moral activity was the stimulation of the 
moral imagination.
Literary, Philosophical, Social and Moral Perspectives and Practices
 From a literary, historical, and social standpoint, Joseph Campbell (2008) in The Hero 
with a Thousand Faces, developed the concept of the "monomyth," the universal myths 
reflecting a common, human experience and mirroring Jung’s collective unconscious. Across 
cultures, stories have carried identical themes into which we project ourselves. Amanda Cain 
(2005) applied this when she wrote that “Harry Potter is an incarnation of a mythical hero. He 
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has the universal markers of a traditional hero — an extraordinary but obscure lineage, sage 
guardians and years of tribulations that prepare all his human and super-human capabilities.” 
Students have identified with this. From oral histories to the texts of today, we have entered the 
story by accessing our moral imagination.
 The philosophical premise under which we have built our education system is that 
literature effects character development. Amanda Cain (2005) took us through an overview of 
this philosophy that need only be reviewed here in part to recognize the philosophical 
background of the modern English teacher. She wrote that “literary thinkers have been especially 
confident in documenting an Aristotelian process of self-possessed moral development as it 
occurs in the act of reading, especially in the last 200 years” (p. 176), but we have not developed 
assessments for this. 
 Cain accounted when Graham Hough wrote that “imaginative literature...‘supplied 
patterns of feeling, of personal behavior and imaginative activity.’” Wayne C. Booth observed 
that “this assumption [of a story’s effect on conduct] can be found in every corner of 
literature” (p. 176). J.B. Kerfoot in 1916 went as far as to say that reading “practice[s] the 
development of a mental readiness to act.” and that “‘reading is a form of living” (p. 177). Sven 
Birkerts in 1994 wrote that reading is above all an activity of “self-making” (p. 177).   In 1940 
Frederick Houk Law also wrote that “English presents the greatest opportunity and the most 
steadily continuing time for instruction along all the lines that lead to character development and 
to an adoption of high principles of conduct and thought” (p. 167). Amanda Cain fleshed out the 
depth of this philosophical grounding that stems from the Aristotelian scheme, concluding that it 
was “a purely philosophical analysis” (2004). This reliance on philosophers to drive curriculum 
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was a hallmark of teaching English yet exposed a distance between practice and research and the 
philosophy of reading to make one’s self.
 Robert Coles in The Call of Stories (1989) wrote that novels and stories have “mimetic 
power” in how the narrative’s immediacy connected “persuasively with human experience.” In 
the same final chapter he recounted how one of his students at Harvard took “‘courses in moral 
philosophy.”  He “read the books” and became “smarter in the analysis,” but it was his “intellect” 
that changed and did not engage him in “behavior-modification” (p. 203). While this 
juxtaposition is acknowledged, Coles concluded that “a person’s moral conduct responding to the 
moral imagination of writers and the moral imperative of fellow human beings in need” (p. 205) 
was at least a beginning of developing a moral way to live life.
Educational Methodology in Moral Judgment Relating to Literature
 Many curricula for teaching ethical judgment have been ordered thematically. ERIC and 
the Family Learning Association’s Developing Character through Literature: A Teacher’s 
Resource Book presented aspects of ethical behavior to be targeted such as responsibility, 
honesty, integrity, respect, living peaceably, caring, civility and school climate, and the Golden 
Rule (Otten, 2002). They provided brainstorming activities, lists of web sites, and literature 
selections for each trait listed.  The characteristics were substantial and superficially paralleled 
current moral judgment tests such as Moral Judgment Interview and the Defining Issues Test. 
CEP’s 2009 National Schools of Character: Award-Winning Practices advanced the school of 
thought that one can superficially imprint “core values to the literature read in class” (p. 17). 
Teachers have “tie[d] in values with literature” (p. 10) as one method of reinforcing the target 
outcomes. Example lessons had students contrast character settings and their own lives as 
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another lesson seeking to imprint the core values of the program onto the stories read. The 
premise of this study questioned the effectiveness of this and the assumption that behavior 
modification or instructor-driven outcomes has had a lasting effect on moral imagination.
 The issue that both the ERIC publication and the CEP-awarded schools highlighted was the 
contrast between methodology and research. Behavior may have changed for a time, and we 
could measure that easily. However, the schema presented prior to the artificial behavior 
reinforcement was still the primary interpretive tool for the reader (Cain, 2005; Narvaez, 2002). 
 In lauded programs (CEP, 2009), the outcomes desired by the teachers involved in meeting 
the behavioral modification goals drove the methods used in the schools. When a teacher wished 
to have honesty as an outcome, they identified the literature they saw as supporting this theme.  
However, this was questionably effective as “sufficient to nurture the virtues” (Guroian, 1996). 
Kuiken et al. (2004) showed that this methodology may be less effective than supposed. The 
outcome must spring from within the readers' schema. Their research suggested that “expressive 
enactment,” (narrating or remembering with self-modifying feelings formed by experience) 
“penetrates and alters a reader’s understanding of everyday life.” Narratives taught using 
“metaphors of personal identification” where the reader was the character or was experiencing 
the story and its conflicts, not comparatively to their experience or as a similarity. As the authors 
put it, “Such metaphors of personal identification depend upon an interaction between memories 
and world text that is not only self-implicating but also self-modifying” (Kuiken et al., 2004). 
Fully engaged readers entered the narrative empathetically and created divergent solutions to the 
problems they encounter.
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 Robert Coles wrote in 1989 that a story “connects so persuasively with human 
experience” (p. 205).  Moral imagination instruction through literature was driven by the 
experiences and beliefs already present within a student. The Kuiken et al. (2004) study also 
examined the necessity of “evaluative” and “narrative feeling” as a starting point to character 
education. From this perspective it would be the receiver of the instruction that controlled the 
effectiveness of the methodology. In other words, it may be more effective practice not to 
predetermine the specific value.  Teaching the literature as a deductive exercise and using the 
active “self-identification” with the text drove the experiential education toward many outcomes 
of moral imagination. What students took out of the text was based on their own emotional 
contact and metaphorical identification with the story leading to “self-modification” (Kuiken et 
al., 2004).
 Coles’ (1989) recognition that the teacher’s imagination with the text preceding the 
student’s lead this literature review past a line of demarcation between methodology and 
research.  Narvaez (2002) observed that children “do not necessarily understand the theme of a 
story as intended by the author,” but they extracted their own themes from texts. If readers 
imprint their own intention because of their schema in the place of the author’s or the teacher’s 
intention, it was safe to conclude that they may not fully know the desired character outcome of 
the educator using a thematically organized ethics curriculum. Readers do learn from the text. 
(Cain, 2005) This was most effective when intersecting with their experiential knowledge and 
they feel as though they were a part of the story (Kuiken et al., 2004). This literature implied that 
metaphoric understanding and empathy resulted in mental simulations of divergent problem 
solving and creativity. 
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Contrasts Among Practice, Philosophy and Research
 English educators engaged their students in ethical considerations and values education 
through the texts they chose. Classroom discussions were facilitated or directed by the teacher 
(Edgington, 2002) and recognized that “there is virtually nothing in the study of English that is 
value free, that does not involve choices of right and wrong” (Christenbury, 2008). However, 
there was a disparity between the perceived efficacy of the practice and the methods of 
evaluation (Ryan, 1986; Narvaez, 2002). While it may be that adolescents learn through 
engagement with moral narratives (Edgington, 2002; Glanzer, 2008), there is little empirical 
research "address[ing the] claims" with clearly developed methods for measurement of moral 
education (Narvaez, 2002).
 Narvaez (2002) noted that “much is unknown about how students extract general themes 
and how and why they fail.” She questioned the validity of the “traditional character educators’” 
methods which disregarded “constructively responsive reading,” reading theory where the reader 
made their own knowledge based on prior knowledge. Educators operated under the assumption 
of passive reader theory while the research showed that children actively construct a story’s 
meaning for themselves.
 In contrast to this, the literature was consistent in its presentation of educational practices 
that are undeterred by the research. Kevin Ryan (1986) admitted that while there were “no 
‘Moral Aptitude Tests’ to verify this fact, students do learn...develop conceptions of what being a 
good person entails.” He insisted that “when young people read history, they are exposed to the 
heroes, the weaklings, and the villains of the culture; they see the consequences of human 
courage and cowardice, and they are inspired or repelled thereby....whether embodied by the 
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teacher or embedded in the curriculum, human example is a major mode of moral education for 
the young” (Ryan, 1986). He referred to the role of the moral imagination but had no clear 
method of assessment.
 A pragmatic look at the teaching of literature continued this practice. William Edgington 
(2002) maintained that “the use of children’s literature to promote character education is a 
productive strategy.” Nussbaum (1998) was even more emphatic. She maintained that “the moral 
and social aspects of these literary scenarios become increasingly complex and full of 
distinctions, so that they gradually learn how to ascribe to others, and recognize in themselves, 
not only hope and fear, happiness and distress...courage, self restraint, dignity, perseverance, and 
fairness....to grasp their full meaning in one’s own self-development and in social interactions 
with others requires learning their dynamics in narrative settings” (p. 90).
The difficulty remains in the methods of assessment and measurement. Abowitz (2007) 
claimed that encouraging a “pedagogy centered on the aesthetic experience...can expand our 
student’s consciousness of and abilities to engage qualities of perception and imagination.” More 
specifically “the literary arts can play [a role] in developing compassion among student 
readers" (p. 287).Without assessments we cannot know that values are developed through 
engagement in literature and that moral understanding is increased. The research has suggested 
that a starting point would be to develop an understanding of how we stimulate the moral 
imagination and measure our students’ gains.
 Measuring the effectiveness of literature as a tool for instruction in moral judgment was 
problematic (Edgington, 2002; Narvaez, 2002; Glanzer, 2008).  Although there were “no ‘Moral 
Aptitude Tests’ to verify [that reading] developed conceptions of what being a good person 
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entails” (Ryan, 1986), “moral text processing” emerged in the last decade as an alternative 
method of study in the examination of moral development (Narvaez & Gleason, 2007). The 
primary methodologies were the Moral Judgment Interview and the Defining Issues Test (Elm & 
Weber, 1994) which used narrative dilemmas to assign stages or scores to quantify the results. 
Again this assumes the effectiveness of impressing behavior modification goals upon a text to 
meet character education goals and assess teaching. However, stories “avoid didacticism and 
supply the imagination with important symbolic information about the shape of our world and 
appropriate responses to its inhabitants” (Guroian, 1996). In other words, the tests for measuring 
moral judgment were shown to use dichotomies to teach in contrast to the research that showed 
that the moral imagination developing when students create solutions that step outside the 
contextual rules of the narrative (Coles, 1989; Kuiken et al., 2004). The moral imagination was 
stimulated by something that the current tests do not include because it is an uncontrolled 
variable. Current teaching methods may also fall short since what stimulates the moral 
imagination (metaphoric understanding driven by individual schema) is not normally assessed by 
standards-based education (Minnesota Department of Education, 2010).
Summary
 This literature review addressed the current practices in teaching literature, summarized the 
research, and highlighted the collocation of these two points of view. In short, research showed 
that readers are active. They bring their own experiences to the text and interpret on an individual 
basis. Readers were shown to learn from the text, but most effectively when it intersected with 
their experiential knowledge and when they felt as though they were a part of the story — when 
they experienced metaphoric understanding. Teachers often continued to operate under the 
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philosophy that narratives themselves are the source of ethical and moral development. They 
create and execute curricula that are outcome-based even when the research negates this practice 
as it intersected with the teaching of narratives. What students took out of the text was based on 
their own empathetic contact and metaphorical identification with the story. Measuring the 
effectiveness of literature as a tool for stimulating moral imagination was problematic.
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CHAPTER THREE
Methodology
 This study explored how metaphoric understanding in the study of literature is encouraged 
and measured.  The active reader and the text connect and it is incumbent on educators and 
researchers to find the most effective method of stimulating the moral imagination of students 
through the narratives they read. This study examined the consistency and similarity of teaching 
methods and assessments currently used by practicing educators.  As they lead students in the 
exploration of literature, how did educators target the moral imagination and measure student 
growth when engaging students in the narrative?
 The research population targeted for this study was 9th and 10th grade English teachers. 
The sample was taken from those who taught in school districts within Minnesota Economic 
Development Region 3 serving school districts with a district student population of whom 
between 40% and 60% are eligible for free and reduced lunches. This was intended to maintain 
consistency in classroom makeup regarding economic status and environment. These schools 
were the middle 20% economically. The intent was to maintain similarity within the students’ 
schema: cultural mores, ethical values, experiences of decision-making, family structure, 
educational priorities, and rules of conduct both inside and outside of the classroom 
environment.
Data Collection
 Data was collected through interview. Subjects were asked to develop a lesson for use in 
their classroom with the short story “The Use of Force” by William Carlos Williams.  This lesson 
was designed by the individual teachers to reflect their own teaching style, experience, time 
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management, and values as an educator. The wording of the instructions was modeled after the 
diction used in the 2010 Minnesota State Standards.
 Each subject was given the following direction: Using the attached narrative, create and 
implement a lesson with the following outcomes: Students will demonstrate divergent, problem 
solving skills. (or) Students will demonstrate creative, imaginative abilities. (and) Students will 
demonstrate empathic/metaphorical understanding of text.
Subject Instructions
Subjects prepared and delivered the lesson, after which they were interviewed by phone 
to catalogue their reflections in four areas relating to the elements of moral imagination 
reflecting the scale developed by Yurtsever in 2006. These included four groups: 
Group A: Metaphoric Understanding and Empathy; 
Group B: Creativity;
Group C: Divergent Thinking; and 
Group D: Problem solving skills. 
These elements were woven throughout the interview questions (Appendix A). Questions 
targeted the teaching methods used in the design of their lesson; the methods of assessment 
employed to gauge the effectiveness of their lesson; the philosophical value of focusing 
instruction on the pillars of moral imagination; and the professional training received (formally 
and/or informally) to give this instruction.
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Subject Interactions
 The researcher elicited cooperation from teaching staff. After receiving confirmation of 
intent, the researcher emailed a letter of intent to teachers, with narrative to be studied, and 
followed up with request by phone to coordinate with teachers the intended week for lesson and 
interview. 
 Interviews were conducted with consenting educators according to predetermined content 
and themes. The material provided for lessons would be controlled by their regular classroom 
teacher as routine part of their educational responsibilities. Recordings of the interviews were 
looked at as narrative inquiry and were analyzed using descriptive/inferential statistics.
Limitations
 This study was limited to a representative sample of rural schools which may have 
differed significantly from inner city schools in population served and classroom size. High rates 
of poverty among the student population (13%) may have been reflected in the results. 
Reliability threats included limitations that the interview responses may not have represented 
routine classroom practice. Twenty-two respondents were approached and nine responded 
positively while only five found the time to participate. The teachers who agreed to participate in 
this study may not have represented the majority of teachers. Because they were flexible enough 
in the scheduling of their classroom to participate, they may have had similar personalities or 
used similar instructional methods different from a majority of English teachers. 
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CHAPTER FOUR
Results
Instructional Methods Results
 The first set of questions highlighted the teaching methods used in the design of the 
lesson. The first respondent delivered the lesson to a 10th grade reading class. The instructor read 
the story to the students then divided the students into small groups for discussion. Each group 
was given questions devised around the central concept, “Do the ends justify the means?” or, as 
stated later, “Is it okay to use force?” This guided their discussion and each student related their 
group’s answer to one of the questions. 
 The second respondent delivered the lesson to a 10th grade speech class. The instructor 
also chose to read the text to the students.  The main method of instruction was through 
discussion and the “model[ing of] symbolic thinking and thinking about themselves or others in 
terms other than concrete.” Through discussion, the instructor intended to push the thinking of 
the students toward the abstract using the ability to “relate to tough situations” and “appreciate 
something that means something.” 
 The third respondent delivered the lesson to a combined class of 9th and 10th grade 
students.  The instructor also read to them “expressive[ly]”.  The class received character 
perspective worksheets not realizing that the sheets were different. This “forced them to find out 
other’s perspectives” through discussion and relating with one another. Following this, the 
method used again was class discussion. The teacher noted that this goes well because of the 
“trust and relationship” developed over time.  “Trust is an important thing.” 
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 The fourth respondent delivered the lesson to a 10th grade English class. The instructor 
and the students read the text together.  “It is not so much an individual read.  It is community 
read.” As they read and throughout the discussion that followed, the instructor purposefully 
“used their names” to connect the story "to their own lives.” Discussion was also employed with 
questions to stimulate class discussion. It was noted that the “ideas came from [the teacher]” and 
the student “applied it to their own life.” 
 The fifth respondent read the text “together” with the class intending to “discuss empathy 
in literature.” The instructor “had not talked to them in the past about their feelings and putting 
themselves into a character.” The students journaled in response to a prompt about “who [they] 
identify with the most” and “putting yourself in the place of the child and how they would feel.” 
During the classes discussion about “empathy and sympathy” the educator “did not tell them 
how to think....this is what opens up their own minds. I don’t tell them what to think.”  
 Along with identifying effective instructional methods it was necessary for an educator to 
assess student progress against a criterion.
Assessment Methods Results
 The second group of questions targeted the assessment methods employed to gauge the 
effectiveness of the lesson in meeting the intended outcomes.  Assessment by the first respondent 
was informal “through discussion in small groups it gave them the opportunity to come up with 
creative, interesting answers.” The discussion allowed the students to explore their own 
experience of the story to express their point of view. The teacher observed that “they were not 
able to make [their own] metaphors to relate to the text.” Divergent thinking was assessed 
informally as exceptional when a variety of answers was contributed to the discussion or when 
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students demonstrated “thinking outside the box.” There was no specific method for collecting 
this information. Metaphoric understanding was seen as exceptional when a student was able to 
“see from more than one vantage point” and the ability to “apply to other situations [and] world-
wide examples.” 
 Assessment by the second respondent was also through observation of the discussion. 
Metaphoric understanding was assessed by whether a student could “explain or explore an 
idea...symbolic[ly] rather than concrete[ly].” Evaluating problem solving skills was “difficult 
because it is extremely subjective.” This was done informally when “if they say anything original 
that I have not heard before” or if they have any insight, originality or creative answer. “If it 
impacts my emotions or reaches me.” While the instructor looked for the abstract, the average 
student by default was assessed as such when “literal.” 
 Assessment by the third respondent was through discussion, formal observation, and also 
through a written response. “They wrote a summative piece...they were terrible.  They did not 
capture what was happening in the discussion.  They went way deeper into things that would not 
put on paper to turn in to a teacher.” To assess metaphoric understanding the instructor “has the 
student teach” and has “an individual conversation with each of them [about]...how [they] 
would...learn” or   “what [they] would want to see” or “want to know” in the lesson they are 
preparing. Divergent thinking and problem solving were assessed through writing and speech 
whether they are “able to problem solve on the spot.” 
 Assessment by the fourth respondent was not attempted during class time. While class 
discussion was again employed, the instructor did not consider that metaphoric understanding, 
empathy, creativity, problem solving, or divergent thinking was being assessed. “I guess I don’t 
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assess it.” Formal assessment was through writing and limited to comprehension. “With grades 
we are just looking at what happened in the story... literal.” Or, as stated later, “We discuss the 
story...with deeper understanding we just give them class discussion.” However, the method of 
assessment in a final exam is more targeted: “often one question: what did you learn from [the 
text] about how to live your life?” Those evaluated as further developed in moral imagination 
“tell me things I did not realize.” 
 Assessment by the fifth instructor was through evaluating the formal written responses. 
The teacher “comment[s] on their writing” and used an open, unnumbered rubric. “When I see 
[creative ability] I reward it.” Assessment of the moral imagination was “informally with class 
discussion” and then by “writing back to them.” The criterion for assessing students as 
exceptional was limited to “thoroughly explain[ing]...their own feelings” and “used examples 
from the story.” This final respondent noted that until this lesson she “had not thought about 
[evaluating metaphoric understanding].” 
 Interspersed with the discussion about the methods of assessment used in instruction, we 
also examined the relative importance of lessons that develop the moral imagination.  
Educational Value Results  
 The third focal point of the interview was the value ascribed by the instructor to targeting 
the pillars of moral imagination in the classroom. The first instructor thought that “it is 
valuable...especially in [10th to 12th grade] classes” when they are developed “cognitive[ly]” to 
“understand symbolism.”  The instructor noted that it is “very important” that “problem solving 
skills...be in all disciplines.” However because of being “tied to the MCA test” there is not 
enough flexibility to teach metaphoric understanding. “If I focused the lessons more often 
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thorough out the year [on this], gave it more time, they could have done better.” The subject 
explained further that “there is not enough time to develop lessons that take students above and 
beyond those skills to discuss things like I did with this lesson.” 
 The second instructor answered that teaching metaphoric understanding/empathy, 
problem solving, divergent thinking, and creativity are “extremely important” even so far as to 
say that teaching these was “my job description.” If students cannot “see something beyond the 
superficial” or “read and not prejudge” then “they won’t give people a chance; they won’t give a 
story a chance.” The job of the English teacher was to “make it relevant.  Empathy is important” 
in the teaching of literature. 
 When asked about the value of teaching the moral imagination, the third instructor 
responded simply that it was “far more important than most of the things we do.” This added a 
level of judgment about the role of the teacher as tied to practices that, in his or her professional 
opinion, were of lesser value to students.
 The fourth instructor echoed this sentiment. “I would put it at number one.  When you 
read that is the purpose: ‘how does this reflect on me?’ ‘how can this teach me how to live my 
life?’” In contrast to the norm of teaching and assessing comprehension, “I would put it number 
one, far more important than finding facts.” 
 The fifth participating instructor responded that developing divergent thinking, problem 
solving, creativity, metaphoric understanding, and empathy were “extremely important.” We 
teach “human beings” not “in a vacuum.” She observed that the “concepts of sympathy and 
empathy and being able to think beyond the black and white...beyond the concrete” stem from 
the teaching of the arts which contain the same concepts of moral imagination.  While all 
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respondents valued teaching literature to develop the moral imagination, it was their own formal 
education upon which their ability to deliver hinged.
Educational Training Results
 The fourth focus in the questions concentrated on the training received (formally and 
informally) to deliver the instruction required by this lesson. In eight years of teaching and 11 
years of subbing, the first instructor “definitely discussed the symbolic nature of 
stories...however, I don’t feel like I was taught to teach [metaphoric understanding] or [problem 
solving] to my students.” With the lesson for this study the teacher did “not feel as well prepared 
when I was preparing this lesson.  I struggled over how I would assess it. The best way to teach 
students to do this...” concluding that “I would like more instruction.” 
 In 35 years of teaching the second instructor noted that while “I have learned through 
experience” there had been no “specific coursework that directly related” to metaphoric 
understanding. 
 In fifteen years of teaching, the third instructor noted that “in college we were trained to 
come up with the ‘one’ answer.” In response to questions about any training received relating to 
the lesson given for this study, the respondent observed that “they are going the wrong direction 
in teaching teachers how to be teachers...it was book study rather than dealing with children.” 
 The fourth respondent, when asked about training to teach the moral imagination 
throughout eighteen years in the English classroom could not “remember anything specific.” And 
after consideration concluded that “it is pretty much neglected.” When taught how to teach 
literature at university or in workshops “it is pretty standard what the story is about.  There isn’t 
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reflection on what it means to me... there really is not emphasis on what happens inside.” The 
instruction received was self-induced and “taught through my own personal reading.” 
 The fifth educator, who is in her sixth year teaching English and Art, mirrored this self-
education. While she did not “ever recall anything direct” from university instruction about 
teaching any of the pillars of the moral imagination, she still felt "very prepared” through her 
“study of art” and “reading for many years.” The informal preparation came "second nature...
[because] you cannot help but put yourself into the character.” But there was no formal 
instruction in methods or assessment, just “writing prompts and discussion” delivered in a 
“roundabout way.” Overall, educational training was found to be nonexistent at the university 
level or, at best, informal or covertly delivered as the collateral result of the experience of a 
person reading literature. 
 While the education of the moral imagination was found to be highly valued by the 
professionals involved in this study, the training to actually meet this need was lacking. While 
discussions about methods for instruction and valid assessments proven through classroom 
application were left unsatisfied, there were clear parallels in independently developed practices. 
There were also similar conclusions about the tenability of targeting educational goals regarding 
the overt development of the moral imagination through literature.
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CHAPTER FIVE
Discussion
Discussion of Instructional Methods Used
 Each instructor was involved in the process of reading the text. Students were either 
reading as a group, reading and hearing as a group, or hearing as a group. The selection of 
participating teachers, although teaching and planning independently of one another, chose to 
read as a collective. They settled on this as an effective way to involve students in the ethical 
experience of the assigned text. 
 Each instructor also involved reading either to the students or with them. Assessment was 
centered on discussion and observation with some use of the written word. However few criteria 
were found for consistent assessment.
 The vocabulary chosen by respondents to describe the lessons contained similarities: 
"Trust" and "relationship" and "community" and "empathy" and "sympathy." While the 
educational goal was to demonstrate metaphoric understanding, creativity, problem-solving 
skills, or divergent thinking, this unified language suggests collateral parallels in technique or 
philosophy. It was consistent that discussion surrounding the creation and implementation of the 
lessons kept a tone that contrasted isolation. Why did the educators turn immediately to 
communal methods? What does this reveal about how teachers see these more abstract 
outcomes? In an education system controlled more and more by "measurable outcomes" and 
"data-driven" teaching methods, the vital curriculum of ethical decision making and moral 
judgement is in a separate paradigm. All of the participants found that the standards this 
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researcher proposed targeted something that was difficult to measure, impossible to measure, or 
that they simply did not measure.
Discussion of Assessment Methods Used
 Assessments from all respondents included informal discussion. There was no 
quantitative measurement with hard data to "drive instruction" as is so common in educational 
discourse. They had no official benchmarks to guide them. They had observations such as when 
they felt students "thought outside the box" or gave observations that were outside what they felt 
was the norm or insightful. What these were defined as seemed to be subjective and derived their 
value from the observer. 
 The closest to quantitative measurement was in tabulating the students' ability to express 
observations from various "vantage point[s]" or draw on situations and "world-wide examples." 
However, this may have assumed experience in life or a wide reading experience. As second 
form of measurement was derived from a continuum among students who could consider 
"symbolic" versus "concrete" ideas. However, since there was no method for collecting this 
information, the experience of the discussion was relied upon and the assessment was necessarily 
subjective. When writing was attempted, the writing did not reflect the depth of conversation. 
The final respondent went so far as to admit that there was no attempt at assessment. These 
teachers demonstrated that as professionals they were unprepared to assess this sort of lesson 
other than informally even though in their considered opinions it was an essential part of 
teaching literature. There remained much to be developed in this area to meet the educational 
needs of students in moral imagination.
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 While our educational culture was noted as tying teachers to tests and requiring standards 
and measurements to demonstrate progress, the informal education was a living part of the 
teaching of literature. In fact, the respondents were in agreement about the importance of 
targeting the moral imagination. 
 To target these, considering the results of this study, smaller classrooms may be essential. 
So much emphasis was placed on individual conversations and discussion that (considering time 
constraints and meeting other, more measurable goals) providing the opportunity for students to 
examine themselves through the lens of literature would require a restructuring of the classroom. 
 Other considerations were the unspoken rules within classrooms and a secular school 
system. As one respondent observed, “If you think [metaphorically] it is going to contradict 
someone who might have their own belief.  What you say might be offensive.  The politically 
correct way is to teach what happened in the story... that is the safe way to do it.” How much are 
teachers restrained from providing quality literature instruction by the mores of society? Are 
these restraints necessary? Would the teaching of moral imagination thrive in less restrictive, 
educational environments? Not only methods, but laws and policy decisions on school choice, 
school size, parental involvement and funding were identified as having a possible affect on 
encouraging a mature moral imagination.
Discussion of Educational Value and Training
 The respondents demonstrated that they received no formal training in the teaching of the 
moral imagination through literature. Their methods coursework was limited to comprehension 
and reading skills that target the concrete rather than the abstract and moral components of 
literature. However, with experience in the classroom and building relationships and interacting 
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with students, their preparation for targeting creativity, divergent thinking, metaphoric thinking 
and problem-solving skills continued on the job. No respondent recalled classes that targeted 
these specifically even though, as professionals, they understood that this form of teaching 
literature was why they teach. Or even more emphasized was the comments that teaching the 
moral imagination was their "job description," "most important," and of primary importance in 
the English classroom. As far as the lack of training, one went so far as to say that schools are 
teaching teachers "wrong." Higher education targets the wrong things.
 However, while one respondent wanted more instruction in this area, others felt that their 
learning through experience over years of teaching prepared them well. Perhaps, the training of 
teachers needs to include years of in-class experience prior to licensure. Or at the very least 
require teachers to pursue National Board Certification to demonstrate competency. This 
competency, even with National Boards, neglects the moral imagination, however. In short, the 
training of educators with regards to developing the moral imagination was sorely lacking in 
experience, measurement, rigor and philosophical support.  
Recommendations for Further Research
 This goal of developing the Moral Imagination does not fit the educational paradigm in 
which we currently teach. There is a current emphasis on quantitative "data-driven" instruction 
and this negates the value of instruction in this area. While this study showed parallels in the 
methods of teaching and the undefined criteria for assessment, the training is still under-
developed or completely neglected. How well we stimulate the moral imagination is unclear, but 
how we assess its engagement is clearly erratic and unrefined pedagogically. Further research 
should be conducted in the areas of best practices. However, standards for measurement do not 
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exist for in-class use. Further exploration in the area of assessment should be conducted; 
otherwise, we will not be able to define and judge those practices.
 The second two concentrations in the interviews warned us most clearly that what these 
English teachers most value as professionals they receive no formal training to accomplish. 
Exploration in these areas is certainly worth developing. How do you train an inexperienced 
teacher in something that experience seems to develop on its own? A study identifying 
correlations between university training programs and philosophies in relation to effectiveness 
developing the moral imagination may be a direction to consider.
 This qualitative study was limited in scope to a rural area, so further research in different 
environments would be necessary to verify any conclusions. It would be valuable to know if the 
conclusions would be similar if drawn from a study with participants who teach in larger 
classrooms, inner-city classrooms, private schools, home-schools, and more ethnically diverse 
classrooms. This study just hints at the idea that the constraint on educators may have an adverse 
effect on the development of students' moral imagination.
 Also, when considering the questions raised concerning teacher-preparedness, studies 
exploring the awareness within university's Education and English faculty of the development of 
the moral imagination might inform our profession about possible training deficits in this area. 
Do faculty members attempt or intend to produce instructors who are competent to develop the 
moral imagination in their students? Perhaps university educator programs intend to develop this 
ability and are failing to do so. A study of the practices used and the effectiveness of these 
methods would shed light on areas for improvement.
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 Research exploring the effect of classroom size on the ability to think metaphorically, 
divergently, creatively and problem-solve is an area open for further study. What are the effects 
of individual time and smaller teacher/student ratios on these foundational skills of moral 
judgment? 
 This researcher noted that many psychologists assess moral judgment in their everyday 
work. Perhaps teacher instruction could benefit from training in psychological assessments? 
Variants of these methods within the discipline of psychology could become benchmarks for 
character education within the classroom. The observations and scientific method used in 
psychology could be used as a starting point for developing real assessments and measurements 
that are pragmatic for classroom use.
 The impracticality of asking under-prepared educators to formally meet educational goals 
in developing moral imagination through literature calls for further studies that can further the 
development of methods and assessments. Especially in the current educational climate primed 
by tragedies in our schools, character development will need to be targeted from all disciplines. 
Education, especially in the humanities, is a moral practice. And the moral imagination is key to 
educating a generation ready to maintain an ethical society.  
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Appendix A:
Group 1: Teaching Methods
1. Describe the methods you used to stimulate metaphoric understanding when teaching 
the assigned text. 
2. Describe the methods you used to stimulate imaginative abilities of your students. 
3. Please detail how you drew out creative responses from your students. 
4. How did you encourage problem solving skills using this text? 
5. How did you encourage your students to display symbolic identification with any part 
of the story? How did you assess these? 
6. Over-all, how effective would you say your lesson was?
Group 2: Methods for Assessment
1. What are the biggest differences you see in these abilities among the students you 
teach?
2. How do you assess this (formally or informally; overtly or covertly)? 
3. Do you see a difference between your students in their ability to understand a 
metaphor? How do you judge this? 
4. What would you say defines a student with below average, average, above average, 
and exceptional creative abilities? How did you assess this?
5. What would you say defines a student with below average, average, above average, 
and exceptional problem solving abilities? How did you assess this?
6. What would you say defines a student with below average, average, above average, 
and exceptional divergent thinking? How did you assess this?
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7. What would you say defines a student with below average, average, above average, 
and exceptional imaginative abilities? How did you assess this?
8. What would you say defines a student with below average, average, above average, 
and exceptional metaphoric understanding of a narrative? How did you assess this?
Group 3: Value of Moral Imagination
1. What role does metaphoric understanding play in a student’s understanding of a 
narrative? 
2. What role does creativity play in a student’s understanding of a narrative? 
3. What role does problem solving play in a student’s understanding of a narrative? 
4. What role does divergent thinking play in a student’s understanding of a narrative?
5. How do you see students' apparent enjoyment of a text relating to their ability to see 
themselves within the narrative? 
6. In your professional opinion, what is the value of metaphoric understanding of a 
narrative?
Group 4: Professional Training: 
1. How many years have you been a teacher? 
2. Tell me about your professional history as a teacher. 
3. What do you recall from university instruction about the teaching of metaphoric 
understanding, creative abilities, problem solving abilities, divergent thinking, or 
imaginative abilities? 
4. Would you say the lesson you created reflects your normal practice as an educator? 
5. How well prepared do you feel you are to teach metaphoric understanding?
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Appendix B:
1102E95474 - PI Sutton - IRB - Exempt Study Notification
The IRB: Human Subjects Committee determined that the referenced study is exempt from 
review under federal guidelines 45 CFR Part 46.101(b) category #2 SURVEYS/INTERVIEWS; 
STANDARDIZED EDUCATIONAL TESTS; OBSERVATION OF PUBLIC BEHAVIOR.
Study Number: 1102E95474
Principal Investigator: Wade Sutton
Title(s): Stimulating the Moral Imagination through Metaphor in Literature
This e-mail confirmation is your official University of Minnesota RSPP notification of 
exemption from full committee review. You will not receive a hard copy or letter.
This secure electronic notification between password protected authentications has been deemed 
by the University of Minnesota to constitute a legal signature.
The study number above is assigned to your research.  That number and the title of your study 
must be used in all communication with the IRB office.
Research that involves observation can be approved under this category without obtaining 
consent.
SURVEY OR INTERVIEW RESEARCH APPROVED AS EXEMPT UNDER THIS 
CATEGORY IS LIMITED TO ADULT SUBJECTS.
This exemption is valid for five years from the date of this correspondence and will be filed 
inactive at that time. You will receive a notification prior to inactivation. If this research will 
extend beyond five years, you must submit a new application to the IRB before the study?s 
expiration date.
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Upon receipt of this email, you may begin your research.  If you have questions, please call the 
IRB office at (612) 626-5654.
You may go to the View Completed section of eResearch Central at http://eresearch.umn.edu/ to 
view further details on your study.
The IRB wishes you success with this research.
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